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INTRODUCTION 

A pproximately 155,000 people work in the United States as manicurists and   
pedicurists. These trained professionals provide nail treatments including     
filing, polishing, applying artificial nails, and giving manicures and pedicures. 

Products that nail salon workers use are critical to performing high-quality services, and 
indeed, without them, these services would not be possible.  However, many of the 
products contain ingredients that should be used and handled properly to minimize    
potential for overexposure.  Professional nail care products are typically formulated to 
minimize exposure and the potential for adverse health effects.  Also, nail salon       
products are typically used in small amounts, which can further lower the risk of     
overexposure.  Yet, if proper care is not taken, overexposure may occur and could result 
in adverse health effects, such as skin irritation, allergic reaction, or serious eye injury.  
This guide recommends shop practices that nail salon workers and owners can use to 
minimize exposures and prevent overexposure. 
 
In addition, this guide will help you understand how to use Material Safety Data Sheets 
(MSDSs).  These documents contain information for people working in many            
occupations including factory workers, shippers, warehouse employees, emergency    
responders, and doctors, as well as nail professionals who use these products to perform  
salon services.  Not all of the information found on an MSDS is useful to nail            
professionals, but the information in the Appendix will help you better understand how 
to use these important documents properly and make your workplace safer. 
 
The Appendix also contains information on ingredients in nail salon products and the 
potential health effects that could be associated with overexposure. 
 
This guide was originally produced in response to requests from the Asian-American 
nail salon worker community in Houston, Texas, and the surrounding area.  EPA’s     
Region 6, located in Dallas, Texas,  in collaboration with the EPA’s Design for the    
Environment Program, in EPA’s Washington, D.C. headquarters, partnered with nail 
salons to document and encourage best practices to protect nail salon workers, owners, 
and customers. 
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BEST SHOP PRACTICES 

D eveloped in collaboration with pilot nail salons and other partners, the best      
practices recommended here are aimed at helping nail salon workers and shop 
owners improve working conditions and reduce or minimize product exposures.  

Since mandated state and local requirements may differ from these recommendations,     

always contact your local cosmetology board and/or your state health        

department for more information. 


TO MINIMIZE INHALATION 
• Install a local exhaust ventilation system near work tables.  Since the      


general heating, ventilating, and air-conditioning systems (HVACs) 

slowly exchange the air inside the shop, a nail salon should use a system 

intended to effectively capture vapors and dust or expel them from the 

workplace, as well as a system that will exchange indoor air with fresh air Exhaust vent embedded in nail 
from outside the building to maintain good air quality.  Nail salons care workstation 
should have one or a combination of the following: 

- Work table with an exhaust vent embedded in it that is vented to the outdoors. 
- Ceiling or wall-mounted exhaust system with exhaust intake suspended above the    


        work table.  

• Use professional quality room air cleaning devices.  Avoid using ozone generating air 


cleaning devices.  Healthy people, as well as those with respiratory difficulty, can          

experience breathing problems when exposed to even relatively low levels of ozone.  

• 	Always turn on the general ventilation system (HVAC) during work hours. 
• 	Replace charcoal and dust filters regularly and according to the manufacturer’s            


directions.  If filters are not replaced, they will become ineffective.    

• Keep the top of the ventilated table clear of obstructions, e.g., towels. 
• 	Tightly close nail care product containers when not in use. 
• Do not use excessive amounts of product when performing services.   
• Keep products in properly labeled, smaller-sized containers at the work table. 
• Do not use bulk containers when performing services.  Instead, transfer products from 


large containers to smaller, properly labeled containers.  Perform this task in a well-

ventilated area, such as outside or near an open window or door.  For additional                     
protection, an organic vapor cartridge respirator may be worn during the transfer        


 process, but it is usually unnecessary if  ventilation is  
 adequate.   
•	  Place all waste in a metal trash can with a self-closing lid,                    

and empty it often. 
 •   Place all waste that has absorbed product, such as paper      
  towels, gauze, cotton, or other absorbent material, in a 
  sealed container (e.g., an empty plastic milk jug or 

Wall-mounted exhaust vent 

located near workstation 


   resealable bag) before disposing of it in the trash.  
 •  Change trash can liners at least once daily. 

•	   Wear a dust mask if recommended in the Material Safety Data Sheet (MSDS)  to      
prevent inhaling dust particles. 2 





• Follow your state cosmetology board’s rules and instructions on proper cleaning and 
disinfection techniques.  It is best to use an EPA-registered, hospital disinfectant     
labeled as viricidal, bacteriocidal, and fungicidal or a  disinfectant as prescribed by 
your state cosmetology board.  Follow usage instructions exactly.  You may also 
choose to sterilize these disinfected items in an         
autoclave, if desired, or if required by your state’s           
regulations. 

• 	Do not put clients’ feet into water that contains an 
EPA-registered disinfectant and avoid skin contact with 
the disinfectant. 

• Use disposable implements on only one customer. 
• If gloves are worn, replace them after each customer. 
• Do not use razor-type shavers to remove calluses. 

These devices can cause injuries requiring medical      
attention.  Licensing laws for nail salon workers and 
manicurists do not allow the use of cutting tools to remove living or callused skin. 

• Using nail implements owned by customers is not recommended.  Problems can arise 
because clients may not properly clean and disinfect the implements.  All implements 
must be properly cleaned and disinfected by the salon worker before use on a client.   

 
OTHER BEST SHOP PRACTICES 
•	  Do not allow anyone to smoke in your shop, because products stored and used in nail 

salons may be extremely flammable. 
•	  Provide training on hazard communication (OSHA 29 CFR 1910.1200) and the 

proper storage and handling of flammable liquids (OSHA 29 CFR 1910.106) to nail 
salon workers as required by OSHA. 

•	  Read and understand the state cosmetology board’s rules and regulations. 
•	  Keep a copy of the most updated state cosmetology board’s rules and regulations in 

the shop. 
•	  Keep the latest version of the MSDS for each product containing potentially          

hazardous ingredient(s) stored and used in the salon. 
•	  Keep all MSDSs in a binder, and store this binder in the same place you store your 

products. 
•	  Read and understand the content of these MSDSs. 
•	 Update all MSDS sheets at least once a year to keep them current. 
• 	Label all containers so that nail salon workers can easily identify the contents. 
•	  Dispose of liquid waste according to manufacturers’ instructions on the product label 

or MSDS and in accordance with local regulations. 
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MASKS AND RESPIRATORS 
WHY SHOULD NAIL SALON WORKERS WEAR DUST MASKS? 
• To minimize breathing in dust particles. 
• If you have asthma, allergies, or other breathing related     

conditions, and a nail service is expected to generate a lot of 
dust, it may be necessary to wear a dust mask to minimize 
breathing in particles. 

• 	 Dust masks are intended to prevent inhalation of dust; they 
will not protect against inhalation of vapors. 

WHEN SHOULD NAIL SALON WORKERS WEAR DUST MASKS? 
• When filing or shaping artificial nail enhancements. 
WHAT KIND OF DUST MASKS SHOULD NAIL SALON WORKERS 
WEAR? 
• Dust masks approved by the National Institute for              Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), (e.g., N95 rated). 	 Wear a dust mask to protect

 against dust inhalation• Follow manufacturers’ instructions when using these masks. 
• Refer to the MSDS to determine if it is necessary to wear a 

dust mask and which type might be best. 
TYPES OF MASKS NAIL SALON WORKERS CAN USE TO PROTECT THEMSELVES  
• Dust masks will protect you from dusts and particulates. 
• Surgical masks may help prevent the spread of germs but will not protect you from 

dusts or vapors. 
WHY DON’T NAIL SALON WORKERS NORMALLY NEED TO WEAR RESPIRATORS WITH 
ORGANIC VAPOR CARTRIDGES? 
• The most feasible way of protecting nail salon workers is to provide adequate             

ventilation in the salon.  Providing adequate ventilation eliminates the need for respira­
tor use. 

WHAT REQUIREMENTS EXIST FOR USING A RESPIRATOR IN NECESSARY 
CIRCUMSTANCES? 
Typically, an organic vapor respirator is not required.  However, if a nail salon worker has 
a special need due to pre-existing health conditions, then the worker/shop owner should 
check the sources below to determine the proper type and proper fit guidelines, in             
accordance with the OSHA Respiratory Protection standard. 
• OSHA has a Respiratory Protection standard that includes specific requirements such 

as training, fit testing, care and maintenance, and medical surveillance that shop owners 
and workers may need to follow when workers wear respirators. 

• Contact OSHA at (202) 693-1888 or (800) 321-6742 for more information on the       
requirements that apply to your shop or for a copy of the Respiratory Protection      
standard (29 CFR 1910.134) and/or the Hazard Communication standard (29 CFR 
1910.1200).  To obtain an electronic copy, visit the OSHA website: www.osha.gov and 
enter the CFR number into the search function.   
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BEST SHOP PRACTICES 
CHECKLIST FOR OWNERS/MANAGERS 

Post “No Smoking”, “No Eating”, and “No Drinking” signs in the shop’s work area. 

Post a sign near the shop’s sink to remind workers to wash their hands before and   
after each customer, after handling chemicals, and before eating. 

Require all customers to wash their hands and fingernails thoroughly before receiving 
service. 

Perform services only on healthy nails and intact skin.   

Post step-by-step procedures near the shop’s sink and in the shop’s work area on how 
to clean and disinfect nail instruments and other equipment that comes in contact with 
clients’ skin. 

Properly ventilate each work station.  Preferably, install an effective exhaust system 
with individual exhaust vents for each work table.  If possible, the exhaust should be 
vented outdoors in a manner that meets local building code requirements. 

Keep the general ventilation system (HVAC) on during work hours. 

Place a metal trash can with a self-closing lid at every work station. 

Label all product containers clearly and properly. 

Purchase appropriate masks and gloves recommended in the MSDS for your            
employees. 

Do not buy or use any nail product containing liquid methyl methacrylate (MMA) 
monomer. 

Designate a chemical storage area far away from the dining area and equipped with   
local exhaust ventilation. 

Provide an adequately ventilated dining area for nail salon workers, partitioned from 
the shop’s work area. 

Designate a storage place for a binder of MSDSs for all nail salon products. 

Ask for the most up-to-date MSDS for each product at least once a year. 

Inform employees where MSDSs are kept. 

Provide training required for reading and understanding MSDSs. 

Provide worker training on hazard communication and proper storage and handling of 
flammable liquids as required by OSHA. 

Maintain the latest copy of the state cosmetology board’s rules and regulations. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   
  

BEST SHOP PRACTICES 
CHECKLIST FOR WORKERS 

Keep the top of ventilated tables or other vents clear of any obstruction,            
e.g., towels. 

Keep nail product containers closed when not in use. 

Do not use excessive amounts of product when performing services.  

Keep nail products in smaller-sized, properly labeled containers at the work table. 

Keep a metal trash can near the worktable with a self-closing lid completely covered 
at all times. 

Place waste soaked with product in a sealed container before disposing of it in the 
trash container. 

Wear mask and gloves and protective eyewear, if recommended in the MSDS, when 
handling larger quantities of chemicals.  

Wash hands frequently: 

• before and after working on customers. 

• before eating and drinking. 

• after handling products. 

If there are visible signs of sensitivity or allergic reaction to a product, discontinue 
use immediately. 

Do not eat, drink, or store food at the work table. 

Use a clean or disposable towel and a new pair of disposable gloves for each       
customer. 

Use disposable nail implements on only one customer. 

Clean and disinfect nail care implements properly after each use. 

Do not put disinfectants in the water when clients’ feet are in the footspa.  Avoid 
skin contact when using disinfectants. 

Do not use sharp instruments to shave calluses or remove living skin. 

Do not allow smoking in the shop. 

Read and understand the content of MSDSs for each product used. 

Know where to find MSDSs in the shop. 

Dispose of all waste properly. 





 

  
    

  

  

 
 

  

 

 

 

  
  

 

  

 

 

 INGREDIENTS TABLE 

POTENTIAL SYMPTOMS & HEALTH EFFECTS 
OF OVEREXPOSURE TO INGREDIENTS USED IN NAIL CARE PRODUCTS 

INGREDIENT USAGE SYMPTOMS OF OVEREXPOSURE* 

Acetone 
Nail polish remover, 
fingernail glue 
removerA 

Overexposure may cause headache, dizziness, irritation to skin, 
eyes, and throat, and central nervous system depression1 

Benzoyl Peroxide Powder additive for 
artificial nailsA,B,E 

Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, skin, nose, mouth, 
throat, and lungs, and skin rash2 

Butyl acetate Nail polishA,D,F 
Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, skin, nose, mouth, 
and throat, headache, drowsiness, skin rash, confusion and/or 
haziness1,2 

Butyl methacrylate Artificial nailsA Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, skin, nose, mouth, 
and throat, shortness of breath, and skin rash2 

Camphor** Nail polishD 

Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, skin, nose, mouth, 
and throat, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, headache, dizziness, 
and in extreme cases of overexposure, uncontrollable muscle 
contractions1,2 

Dibutyl 
phthalate** 

Nail polish, 
nail hardenerC 

Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, stomach, and upper           
respiratory system. Prolonged exposure to high concentrations 
may be hazardous to human reproduction and development 
1,2,3 

Ethyl acetate Nail polish,DE 

fingernail glueF 
Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, skin, nose, mouth, 
and throat, skin rash, confusion and/or haziness1,2 

Ethyl cyanoacrylate Fingernail glueA,C,D,G Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, mucous           
membranes, and skin, and skin sensitization2,4 

Ethyl methacrylate Artificial nailsA,E,F,G Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, skin, and            
respiratory track, and skin sensitization2,4 

Formalin**† Nail hardenerA 

Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, nose, skin,  throat 
and respiratory system, and wheezing.  Prolonged exposure 
may cause asthma-like respiratory problems.5   Substance may 
be a carcinogen if inhaled in high concentrations or for long 
periods1,2,^ 

ii 
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  INGREDIENTS TABLE (CONT’D) 

POTENTIAL SYMPTOMS & HEALTH EFFECTS 
OF OVEREXPOSURE TO INGREDIENTS USED IN NAIL CARE PRODUCTS 

INGREDIENT USAGE SYMPTOMS OF OVEREXPOSURE* 

Hydroquinone** Artificial nailsA 

Overexposure may cause irritation and inflammation to eyes, 
irritation to skin, skin rash, and in more serious cases of   
overexposure, colored urine, nausea, dizziness, rapid 
breathing, muscle contraction, and central nervous system 
excitement1,2 

Isobutyl 
methacrylate Artificial nailsA Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, skin, nose, mouth, 

throat, and lungs3 

Methacrylic acid Artificial nailsF,G 
Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, skin, nose, mouth, 
and throat, burning of eyes and skin, shortness of breath, la­
bored breathing, and cough2 

4-methoxyphenol** Artificial nailsA Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes and skin, burning 
of eyes and skin, and central nervous system depression1,2 

Methyl ethyl ketone 

Nail polish,D,E nail 
polish remover,C 

artificial nail 
remover 

Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, skin, nose, mouth, 
and throat, cough, headache, dizziness, drowsiness, vomiting, 
and skin rash1,2 

Methyl methacrylate  
(typically not used -  
illegal in many 
states. See fact 
sheet on page v) 

Artificial nailsA 
Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes, skin, nose, mouth, 
and throat, sore throat, cough, shortness of breath, and skin 
rash1,2 

Poly (ethyl/methyl  
Methacrylate) 

Powder for artifi­
cial nailsE,F,H 

Overexposure may cause irritation to the eyes, skin, and 
throat (by inhalation)6 

Titanium dioxide** Nail polish, powder 
for artificial nailsA 

Overexposure may cause lung fibrosis and may be an             
occupational carcinogen1 

Toluene Nail polish,A 

fingernail glue 

Overexposure may cause irritation to eyes and nose,        
weakness, exhaustion, confusion, inappropriate feelings of 
happiness, dizziness, headache, dilated pupils, runny eyes, 
anxiety, muscle fatigue, inability to sleep, feeling of         
numbness/tingling, skin rash, and in more serious cases of 
overexposure or intentional abuse, liver and kidney damage1,2,‡ 

Tosylamide 
Formaldehyde Resin 

(TFR Resin) 

Nail hardener,A 

nail polishI Overexposure may cause irritation to skin and skin rash4 

iii 




http:800-97276.00
www.osha.gov/OshDoc/data_General_Facts/formaldehyde-factsheet.pdf
http:http://hazmap.nlm.nih.gov
http:http://toxnet.nlm.nih.gov
www.cdc.gov/niosh/ipcs/nicstart.html
www.cdc.gov/niosh/npg/npg.html
http:http://hpd.nlm.nih.gov
www.starnail.com/msds.htm
www.originails.com/msds/index.htm
www.nsinails.co.uk/content/msds
http:www.european-nailfactory.com
http:www.backscratchers.com


FACTSHEET ON 
LIQUID METHYL METHACRYLATE (MMA) MONOMER 

• Liquid MMA monomer was a commonly used ingredient in artificial nail 
products for many years. 

• Liquid MMA monomer is a chemical substance that reacts and hardens when 
mixed with powdered acrylic.  

• Liquid MMA monomer does not bond well to the natural nail without heavy 
filing with coarse abrasives, which may cause damage to the nail plate and 
bed. 

• Liquid MMA monomer may cause overexposed people to develop an allergic        
reaction, usually after repeated exposure.  Continued exposure often results 
in a worsening of symptoms for individuals that have developed sensitivities 
to products containing this monomer.  

• Testing done on animals that had been exposed to high concentrations of 
liquid MMA monomer vapors suggests that excessive inhalation may cause 
damage to the respiratory system and to the liver. 

• In the early 1970s, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) received a 
number of personal injury complaints associated with the use of fingernail 
extenders  containing liquid MMA monomer.  After investigations and     
discussions with medical experts, the FDA concluded that liquid MMA 
monomer was a poisonous and harmful substance that should not be used 
in artificial fingernail products.  Court rulings resulted in legal action against 
one firm, as well as several seizure actions and voluntary recalls to remove 
products containing liquid MMA monomer from the marketplace.  More 
information is available at: http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/cos-nail.html 

• 	 Across the United States, at least 30 states have restricted or banned the use 
of liquid MMA monomer. 

• Unlike liquid MMA monomer, powder MMA polymers are considered safer         
because they will not penetrate the skin and do not pose the same risks as 
liquid MMA. 
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MATERIAL SAFETY DATA SHEETS (MSDS) 
MATERIAL SAFETY DATA SHEET 

Manufacturer’s name and address 
 Emergency phone number 

Lists hazardous components and safe exposure limits 

Physical state (gas, liquid, or solid), boiling point, freezing point, vapor pressure,      
specific gravity 

Flash point, extinguishing media, special fire fighting procedures,           
unusual fire and explosion hazards, if any 

Stability, incompatibility, hazardous decomposition or by-products, 
if any 

Routes of entry/exposure 
 Health hazards 

Carcinogenicity 
Signs and symptoms of exposure 
Medical conditions generally  

aggravated by exposure 

Emergency and First Aid procedures 
Steps to be taken in case material is released or spilled 
Waste disposal methods
Precautions to be taken in handling and storing 

Respiratory protection 
Ventilation requirements 
Personal Protective Equipment 

SECTION I: MANUFACTURER’S NAME AND CONTACT INFORMATION 

SECTION II: HAZARDOUS INGREDIENTS/IDENTITY INFORMATION 

SECTION III: PHYSICAL/CHEMICAL CHARACTERISTICS 

SECTION IV: FIRE AND EXPLOSION HAZARD DATA 

SECTION V: REACTIVITY DATA 

SECTION VI: HEALTH HAZARD DATA 

SECTION VII: PRECAUTIONS FOR SAFE HANDLING AND USE 

SECTION VIII: CONTROL MEASURES 

Call this number in 
case of an emergency 

Ingredient name  
can be found here 

This section 
explains what may 

cause the product to catch 
fire and how to put out  

the fire 

  This section 
explains the hazards and 
symptoms workers may 

have if they are  exposed to a 
harmful ingredient

  This section describes 
the proper personal protective  

equipment (e.g. gloves) to wear and 
ventilation requirements when 

using this product 

  This section describes 
physical effects that may be 

experienced if overexposure occurs, 
as well as if certain illnesses can 

be made worse by exposure to  
this ingredient 

This section explains 
how to clean up spills 

This section 
explains what to do in an 

emergency 

This section 
describes how to dispose 

of this product 
properly 

This section 
indicates if this product  

contains an ingredient that 
is listed as a potential 

cancer-causing  
agent 

vii 
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